THE GREAT REWARD.   II. CHARACTER

further. But in the great Michelangelesque figures
which follow, in Othello, Lear, Macbeth^ and Coriolanus^
he brings to life beings of such colossal power, that
when we turn back to his earlier plays, and gaze at
the distance we have travelled, we almost grow giddy
and are terrified by our vertiginous advance.

There is yet another way in which Shakespeare
leapt beyond what might have seemed the limits of
possible achievement.   De Quincey maintained that
Shakespeare, with his exquisite feeling for femininity,
was the creator of the beauty of character in women;
a beauty which had never been seen before, even in
a dream, until he called into radiant life those
radiant beings, Portia, Beatrice, Perdita, Desdemona,
Imogen, Hermione, and so many others.   This is a
violent over-statement;  we have only to think of
Nausicaa and Helen and the Beatrice of the Vita
Nuova to disprove it; but Shakespeare certainly did
create in his living though non-human beings, what
is a new world of creatures.  There were, Lamb said,
no fairies in our literature before Shakespeare, and
not only did he invent that race of airy creatures
who dance and sing in the Dream, but at the end of
his career he performs, in the full maturity of his
powers, an even more amazing miracle, and brings
to life those most strange and wonderful beings,
Ariel and Caliban, who are not human, but who
arrest and affect us as if they were.

If we compare the Puck of the earlier period with
the Ariel of The Tempest, the difference between the
two cannot escape our notice. Puck is nothing more